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The analysis of the ornament is the key issue in the studies of the applied decorative art. Nev-
ertheless, the principal points pertaining to the nature of ornament, its expressivity, semantics, 
compositional principles and cultural value, have only been covered intermittently. This is 
primarily due to the disengagement of the various academic fields involved in the studies of 
ornament: art history, cultural anthropology, ethnography, archeology, etc. It seems important 
to synthesize the methods and approaches as well as set up the basis for developing the general 
principles for the studies of ornament, that would take into account all its various aspects. 
The definition of ornament through its decorative function does not encompass its essential 
features: rhythm, meter, and symmetry. Ornament can be considered as a strategy of visualiz-
ing rhythm and can be regarded as a specific art form. Apart from the formal trend, based on 
systematization of ornaments, the approaches to ornament as the basis of ethnocultural recon-
structions play a prominent part. Studies concerning the semantics of ornament offer a whole 
range of opinions, but the widespread notion that ornament is a set of signs and symbols calls 
for a critical reappraisal. At the same time, ornament plays an important part in the process of 
intercultural and intracultural communications on the level of signal and index, being a spe-
cial kind of “art-rhythm”. The interdisciplinary approach opens a much broader range of ideas 
concerning the options for studying ornaments and offers solutions for subsequent research. 
One of the most promising possibilities is the comprehensive and cross-cultural analysis of or-
nament as the element of a communication system, based on the search for the links between 
the development of the ornamental traditions and styles as well as the developments in the 
other spheres of human culture.
Keywords: ornament, theory of ornament, history of ornament, definition of ornament, orna-
ment in archeology, ornament in ethnography, symmetry in ornament.
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Ornament as a theme seems to be amply represented in scholarly writing: apart from 
art history, it is considered in ethnographic, archeological, and related humanitarian stud-
ies. The principles of ornamental patterning are researched in mathematics. Furthermore, 
ornamental décor is a “live” object in artistic practices and art criticism. There are, how-
ever, major discrepancies both in the definitions of ornament, related definitions, and 
assessments of its cultural and artistic value.
The problem in question is not limited to the diversity of approaches; it stems from 
the isolation of trends and research schools. On the one hand, it has to do with the deep-
ening specialization within the fields of certain humanitarian studies and natural sciences. 
Thus, when the issues related to “figurative activity” are considered, the term “ornamental 
image” [1] springs up in certain archeological papers, that has neither equivalents in art 
history nor any relationship to “artistic image”. Yet the methods of ornament symmetry 
analysis widely practiced in archeological and ethnographic research have not yet been 
incorporated into traditional art history.
On the other hand, because of the language and cultural barriers, the studies of or-
nament have often evolved in isolation. For instance, despite a range of productive ideas, 
Russian scholarship had certain limitations in considering the issues pertaining to orna-
ment1. Therefore, taking into account the recent growth in involvement with ornament, 
as reflected in numerous publications, there is a need to synthesize the approaches to the 
studies of ornament developed in various academic fields, establish the common defini-
tions and their understanding, and lay the grounds for its subsequent productive explo-
ration as a cultural and artistic phenomenon. The first step involves an overview of the 
existing approaches to the studies of ornament, which is main focus of this article. Because 
of the article’s limited volume, the summary cannot by definition be exhaustive, and will 
only touch upon the main problems of ornament studies.
As the issue is addressed, it is necessary to primarily define the two interrelated as-
pects of the studies on ornament: practical and theoretical. The practical one pertains 
to the use of ornament in architectural and artistic practices, as well as to its role in the 
process of artistic training. To a large extent, the practical aspect defines the paths of its 
analysis and the topicality of studies.
As far as theory is concerned, it seems important to answer the questions: what is or-
nament? Which place does it hold amid the various art forms? What is the role played by 
ornament in the emergence and evolvement of art styles? Where does it belong in culture? 
To resolve these issues, we need to encourage an interdisciplinary approach to ornament 
and synthesize the knowledge from various fields of scholarship.
Ornament: From Practice to Theory
Technically, the process of construing ornaments is closely connected with the stand-
ardization of operations in the process of the advancement in artisanship, beginning with 
the use of certain quantitative proportions of elements and motifs up to the introduc-
tion of the geometrical marking of the ornamental field and of templates and stencils for 
standard ornamental patterns. Thus, special chapters of the Mediaeval Arabic treatises 
on geometry are dedicated to the structuring of the Girih patterns [3]. In addition, the 
1 As far as the recent monographs are concerned, we can only mention an abortive attempt of “theori-
zation”, where “hermeneutics of ornament” turned into an eclectic collage of quotes [2].
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introduction of a systematic and informed approach to the ornamental legacy of various 
cultures and styles is closely connected with the Industrial Revolution and the emergence 
of mass production. Illustrated reference books and encyclopedias of the 19th century that 
were, in essence, the artists’ manuals that featured ornaments of different styles, from the 
prehistoric cultures to “neostyles,” went through numerous editions and are reprinted 
even today [4–6]. They provided the groundwork for the emergence of the ornament the-
ory in European scholarship [7].
In the 19th century, not only the ornaments from the “big” styles, but also the achieve-
ments of folk art become pertinent. To a large extent, this interest is stipulated by the 
phenomenon of the “invention of traditions,” i.  e. the introduction of new values and 
behavioral norms in the process of the rise of the modern nations [8]. Thus, the practices 
of collecting and systematizing the samples of folk ornaments by Russian aficionados of 
antiques, as well as ethnographers, should be considered in the context of the rise of the 
Russian imperial mentality: the artefacts, i.e. the “preserved,” “authentic,” and “typical” 
“relics of the national Russian arts” [9], laid the groundwork for the emergence of the 
“Russian Style” in the second half of the 19th century [10].
The studies of the variety of forms and styles of ornament play an important part in 
the contemporary artistic training, “promoting the skills of designing the composition of a 
work of art and understanding harmony as an esthetic category of plastic arts” [11, p. 103]. 
Numerous modern manuals on ornament serve the purpose [12; 13]2; overall, they are 
structurally similar to the albums and manuals of the 1800s.
An important landmark in the attitude to décor was its renouncement in the Func-
tionalist design and architecture, as declared in the essay “Ornament and Crime” (1913) by 
Adolf Loos (1870–1933) [16]. Even though, de facto it is just the renouncement of applique 
that was typical for Eclectic and Art Nouveau architecture: it was replaced by the rhythmi-
cal patterning of the architectural passes that had, in essence, an ornamental character. In 
the 1920–30s, debates on décor in the Soviet Union were held in this vein [17]. In the sub-
sequent history of Russian architecture and design, one more debate followed — “Should 
We Keep the Ornament?”. This debate raged in the pages of the “Dekorativnoye Iskusstvo 
SSSR” (“Decorative Arts of the USSR”) magazine in 1964, in the aftermath of the post-Sta-
lin-period campaign against “excesses in architecture”. In the course of the discussion, the 
“constructive” quality of ornament was underscored, as well as its role in “revealing the 
rhythmical pattern of an object” [I–IV].
The comeback of ornament in modern Western architecture began with the “Post-
modernist Heraldry,” while the extensive use of ornamental décor became commonplace 
in projects of the recent decades [18; 19]. Ornament is now used to “reconfigure the medi-
um” to produce a “compound of percepts and affects”, and to achieve the appropriate emo-
tional state [20]. The prospects of ornament in architectural décor and design are further 
improved by the programs of automated design and production. According to Antoine 
Picon, today’s global culture has eliminated the symbolic meaning of ornament that for-
mally marked the social significance of an object and the status of its owners. “When the 
budget allows for it, an architect will use the same type of texturing and patterning for so-
cial housing as for a museum” [21, p. 142]3. Postulating the fading of traditional ornament 
2 Despite the titles of some of them [14; 15], they have nothing to do with the theory of ornament.
3 It is open to debate: Functionalism, with its rejection of redundant décor, is fairly concurrent with 
the period of reduced income inequality in the leading countries of the 20th century, while the growing 
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and décor, the author suggests that contemporary ornament makes it possible to create 
“multiple mediations that relate individuals to the world and seem almost literally to dis-
tribute their identities along various canals” [21, p. 136–7]. Thus, the growing significance 
and widespread practical use of ornament (not only in architecture, but also in a multiple 
aspects of design), inevitably entails its conceptualization as one of the key aspects of art 
and culture as a whole.
The Problem of Defining Ornament, and Its Essential Properties
The “from art practice to art history” movement has been reflected in numerous re-
cent works that analyze the functioning of ornament over the last two centuries [23–26]. 
Theories of ornament, initiated by disputes on artistic taste, emerged in the second half of 
the 19th century as two approaches to its studies.
On the one hand, Gottfried Semper (1803–1879), while considering ornament in his 
Praktische Ästhetik, pointed out its “technical nature,” its pertinence to the structuring of 
the object, as well as the formation of décor through the reproduction of lost structural 
details or texture of items made from other substances [27]. Semper’s views regarding the 
development of material culture had a major impact on design practices [28].
On the other hand, Aloise Riegl (1858–1905) focused on the psychology of percep-
tion of art forms, ascribing the stylistic changes of ornament to the evolution from the 
tangible, haptic (tactile and flatbed) to optical (spatial) perception, conditioned by the 
metaphysical “Art will” (Kunstwollen), immanent to art [29].
In the 1970s, Ernst Gombrich turned to the psychology of perception of ornament 
(via Gestalt psychology) and artistic vision of decorative art. In The Sense of Order he 
outlines the principle set of the means of artistic expressivity that play the key role in the 
perception of ornaments, whiling also tracing the social conditioning of the development 
of decorative styles and pointing out a specific relationship between ornament and mu-
sic [30].
In both cases, the problem of defining ornament remains topical. In the encyclo-
pedias of the early 20th century, in continuation of the tradition that dates back to the 
Renaissance period, ornament is tantamount to décor [31, p. 915]. A similar definition of 
ornament through its function, as “the elaboration of functionally complete objects for 
the sake of visual pleasure” is to be found in many recent works [32, p. 6]. It doesn’t trace 
the borderline between image and ornament: any piece of applied art, including a “single 
image,” can be regarded as “ornament” [32, p. 54 et al.].
The identicality of the terms stem from the partial overlap of the meanings of the two 
Latin words, ornamentum and decorum. The first one, though, is derived from ordo — 
line, order, row. Hence the verbs ordino — to align, put in order, and orno, ornare — to 
provide, equip, arrange, decorate, thus ornatus — equipment, horse tack, adornment. The 
term decorum is derived from deceo — to be or look appropriate, fitting. The difference in 
meaning has repeatedly been mentioned by scholars [33, p. 98–101; 34, p. 3–4; 21, p. 37–
8], which did not, unfortunately, help to clarify the terminology.
In Russian historiography, the emphasis on the basic properties of ornament as “the 
art of rhythm” — rhythm, meter (as a rhythmic template) and symmetry, emerged back in 
economic and social inequality in today’s world [22] correlates with the major comeback of décor in archi-
tecture.
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the 1930s [35, p. 3–6; 36]. This was mentioned in the course of the abovementioned dis-
pute on ornament in the 1960s [I–IV]. The definition of ornament as “a pattern comprised 
of elements set in a rhythmical order,” i.e. as a rhythmically structured décor, is to be found 
in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia [37; see also: 38].
The question of terminology cannot be disengaged from the problem of segregating 
ornament as a separate type of art either through its functional definition and subjugation 
to the decorated object [39, p. 90] or through its essential specifics: rhythmical arrange-
ment of the art form (that gives it the wholeness) or particular means of expressivity, the 
viewer’s “presumption” that is focused on the emotional perception, rather than the image 
[40]. The latter, essence-based definition of ornament, as well as its treatment as a separate 
type of art, i.e. as an approach to ornament as a manner of visualization and graphical 
expression of rhythm, seems more convincing [41]. Rhythmic structure is essential for 
both the “non-representational” and “representational” (arabesque, grotesque) forms of 
ornament. Because of the fairly narrow scope of meanings, the term “pattern,” used in the 
English language for defining geometric ornament that consists of same-type elements, 
seems a rather inadequate alternative to the more meaningful term “ornament”.
The departure from the definition of ornament through its “adorning” function and 
the specification of the term seems imminent because the studies of ornament have tran-
scended the boundaries of issues pertaining to its usage and art practices, as well as the 
boundaries of art history. Studies have expanded into various fields of ethnography, arche-
ology, psychology, as well as, through the studies of rhythm and symmetry, into crystal-
lography, bionics, and mathematics. Thus, the disengagement of the two terms, ornament 
and décor, seems essential for broadening the framework of the related studies.
Trends of Ornament Studies: Formal and Technological
The Russian archeologist and Oriental scholar Pavel Kozhin (1934–2016) outlines 
five principal trends in the studies of ornament: formal, technological, ethno-cultural, 
semantic, and art history [42]. We might also suggest the “culturological” one4, but it calls 
for additional discussion. All the trends are closely interrelated, being the various levels 
of studies.
According to Kozhin, the formal trend of ornament studies implies the classifica-
tion of the forms of its elements and motifs, their mutual arrangements (symmetry), and 
principles of composition. The technological aspect implies the analysis of the properties 
of the ornamental field, the approaches to construing and marking the ornamental com-
position, its division, rhythm, metrics, as well as the techniques of executing ornament in 
various media [42, p. 133–4].
These trends have flourished in the studies of archeological data, where the identifica-
tion and seriation of various types of ornament offer solutions to the problems pertaining 
to emergence, evolution and correlation of archeological cultures, and subsequently for 
4 This trend is mentioned in a sidenote to the abovementioned article [42], in the author’s copy of the 
volume: “culturological, i.e. studies of ornamentation within the context of the totality of conditions defined 
by the human environment and the degree of its deliberate and non-deliberate exploitation, for culture is 
not just a set of skills and the abilities to put them into practice, it’s a form of adapting to natural and social 
structures”. An e-copy of this page is available at https://ifes-ras.academia.edu/KozhinPavelM [V].
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ethno-cultural reconstructions. Formal and technological analysis is also the groundwork 
for the subsequent studies of ornament in art history.
The studies of symmetry in ornamental compositions played an important part in 
the development of formal analysis. Anne Shepard’s work, detailing her studies of the 
ceramics of Pueblo Indians from the South-West of the USA, was fundamental [43]. On 
the one hand, the studies are based on ethnographic studies: Franz Boas was the first to 
pinpoint the differences in the symmetry of ornaments [44]. On the other hand, as early 
as the 1930–40s, symmetry as a theme was prominently featured in crystallography, with 
its mathematical models being designed and projected on ornaments in art [45; 46]. This 
perspective was further developed in the American archeology and cultural anthropology 
[47], even though scholars from other countries also took the principles of symmetry into 
account in their research [48].
The first drawback of many works on the classification of ornaments is the insuffi-
ciently elaborate breakdown into elements, motifs, and compositions; more often than 
not, a single impress of the instrument, rather than the figure as a whole, is taken for a 
unit; the authors seem to concentrate on elements, rather than analyze the compositional 
pattern, etc. The second issue is the mix-up of categories and levels of analysis, with no 
clear-cut definition of the difference between ornament and décor with both being de-
fined just as “a system of signs featured on an object” [49].
The technologies of ornaments are immediately connected with the technologies of 
producing the ornamented objects, where ornaments are created both on a two-dimen-
sional surface and as a three-dimensional modeling. Semper’s approach to ornament as 
the outcome of artificial construction of the objects of material culture is based on the 
premise that “all the changes that occur in artifacts, their formal and functional prop-
erties, are fully dependent on the human creative intents and on the techniques used in 
the process of organized professional activity” [50, p. 13–4]. Semper’s ideas were used 
as the groundwork for defining the samples of “technical ornament”, i. e. the reproduc-
tion and creative reworking in ornament of surface textures and ornaments of artifacts 
made from other substances or the refashioning as décor of the structural elements that 
have lost their function. This line of studies gained prominence at the turn of the 20th 
century and has been pursued in certain ethnographic and archeological works until 
nowadays [51–53]. In the mid-20th century, scholars pinpointed yet another basic prop-
erty of ornament, its reversibility, meaning that both the composition per se and the se-
mantically equivalent areas of its background can be perceived as ornamental figures 
[42, p. 136; 54].
In analyzing ornamental structuring, it is also essential to see the difference between 
the formal (morphological) properties and technology: symmetrical structuring in orna-
ments can be achieved both by the sequential positioning of elements and motifs as well 
as by fragmentation of the plane — de-symmetrization [46; 55]. That is why the analysis 
of composition calls for the sequential reconstruction of applying the ornament and for 
identifying the principles of its marking [56]. These issues are still mostly limited to ar-
cheological and ethnographic studies even though the questions regarding the rhythm 
and symmetry of ornamental structuring can also be set pertaining to the ornament of 
historical styles, e. g. Baroque [57].
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Ornament in Ethno-Cultural Studies
The ethno-cultural approach to the research of ornament emerged within the frame-
work of archeology and ethnography where the special properties of forms and ornament 
structuring are studied as an ethno-defining cultural indicator that is instrumental for 
reconstructing ethnogenesis, delineating cultural traditions and identifying their interre-
lations.
As far as the Soviet historiography is concerned, Ornament of the Peoples of Siberia as 
a Historical Source (1963) by Sergey Ivanov is a prominent landmark, with almost all the 
Russian works on the subject referencing it. Ivanov’s goal was to outline the “ornamental 
types” and “ornamental assemblages” as linked to the particular ethnic communities, as 
well as to trace their evolution against the background of the historical data on the ethno-
genesis of the peoples of Siberia [48, p. 41–2, 474–9]. It is noteworthy that Ivanov (a) high-
lighted the difference between ornament and image (i.e. rhythmically organized ornament 
and décor) and (b) spoke with reservation about the feasibility of direct statements regard-
ing the semantics of ornament, since its elements and motifs are highly variable in their 
meaning [48, p. 5–8].
It is not necessary to provide here a detailed outline of works on the ethnographic 
ornaments of the peoples of Russia and the former USSR: they present and systemize 
an impressive volume of data as featured in fabrics and felt, embroidery and applique, 
ceramics, wood, bone, and metal. The possibilities here are by no means exhausted. As a 
rule, these studies are based on the analysis of the elements and motifs of ornament with 
the researchers tending to neglect the structuring of the ornamental field, the principles of 
construing of ornament, the properties of rhythmic and metric proportions of figures, and 
the types of the breakup of compositions and their orientation. These are the properties 
that are “closely related to certain ethno-psychological determinants” [42, p. 133], while 
the studies thereof offer a deeper insight into the factors that determine the idiosyncrasies 
of ethnic art and culture as well as the ways of their evolution [58].
In archeology, ornament is the basis both for developing the chronological timeframe 
for the sites of a specific archeological culture (based on construing the typological charts 
of an ornament) and for revealing the relative timeframe of cultures and establishing their 
interrelations. Thus, in Eurasia during the Neolithic and Bronze Age several large areas 
with similar traditions of ceramics ornamentation can be defined, with local traditions 
typical for specific archeological cultures outlined in each [59]. The linkage between or-
namental traditions and specific ethnic groups is confirmed by the ethno-archeological 
data [60]. Moreover, ornament often serves as the “marker” of social groups as well as the 
ethnic ones.
The difference between archeological and ethnographic ornaments is determined by 
the specifics of the sources. Archeology deals with the “dead” cultures, and its artifacts are 
devoid of any comments by producers or viewers. Even though ethnography deals with 
living representatives of the studied community, with their comments being available, the 
relevant possibilities are also quite limited: ornament, as a part of the artisanship of tra-
ditional societies, in most cases, came into the domain of academic studies at the point 
when the societies had already experienced certain transformations through contact with 
industrial civilizations, with artisanship turning into “folk art” geared at the tourist market 
[e. g.: 61].
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Most of the studies in art history focus on how ornament, as one of the principal 
components of an artistic style, reflects the specific features of various art schools, ethnic, 
and cultural traditions. Thus, the similarities in construing architectural ornament are 
instrumental in identifying the connections between Mediaeval Rus and Central Europe 
[62]. The principles of ornament analysis are roughly the same, yet the research possibili-
ties widen considerably as we get closer to modern days when various written sources can 
be used for interpreting ornament, such as contemporary testimonies and assessments, 
artists’ practical tips, etc.
What seems crucial is the development of common approaches, which would elim-
inate the tensions that emerged in the studies of “Western” Art where the traditions of 
analyzing ornament go back to Vitruvius and the interpretation of his legacy in the Re-
naissance period, and of “non-Western” Art. Here the ornament is perceived differently, 
e. g. in the Islamic tradition, where ornament in architecture and applied art is closely 
linked with calligraphy and being a metaphorical reflection of a worldview [63]. Over the 
last decade, scholars were focusing on the intercultural ties reflected in ornament, simul-
taneously with the abovementioned rise of practical interest in ornament in the architec-
tural and designer community. This is reflected in a number of fundamental collective 
monographs and symposiums on the history of ornament that strive to account for it both 
in European and “non-European” cultures [64–66].
Semantics of Ornament: Speculations and Feasible Prospects
The semantics of ornament is studied through “establishing correlations between ab-
stract geometric forms of ornamentation and realistic images of objects,” while the devel-
opment of this trend was “determined by separate ethnographic observations that pointed 
at a certain meaningfulness of all the works of decorative applied art of preliterate socie-
ties” [42, p. 134].
Extensive empirical ethnographic data outline the elaborate terminology that most 
societies use for designating both the elements and motifs of ornaments, and the com-
position as a whole. Despite the pronouncements that “folk ornament is a fairly stable 
element of art that has been preserved for centuries and even millennia” [48, p. 23], there 
are numerous cases that show that “one and the same pattern would often go under dif-
ferent names, while one and the same name would often be applied to different patterns” 
[48, p. 27–9]. Forms of ornament can evolve either from the naturalistic to abstract ones, 
or vice versa [44, p. 122–4, 142–3]. Thus, the meaning of ornament tends to vary and it 
is impossible to establish it for abstract geometrical figures in the absence of the produ-
cer’s comments. The respective interpretations in numerous works on the “meanings” of 
ornaments and their “symbolism” are mostly based on subjective associations that con-
temporary viewers might experience. That is why the attempts to establish the similarity 
of meaning of ornamental motifs as symbols common for various cultures, if based on 
formal properties [e. g.: 67; 68], seem fairly ungrounded.
The idea that ornament is a set of symbols, a “proto-writing” of sorts, is even more 
open to debate. Even today, the ceramics ornament is often defined as a “system of sym-
bols” mapped on its surface [69, p. 97]. This leads to persistent attempts of “decoding” the 
ornaments as “texts”, a “pictographic system” that features a set of ideogram elements. This 
approach does not seem to agree with the rhythmic nature of ornament and its above-
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mentioned instability and fluidity of names for its motifs, as traced by the ethnographers. 
Apparently, the meaning of ornament is reduced to a signal or index, rather than an iconic 
symbol or a set of symbols. That leads to its perception in toto as an index (with variable 
“spelling”) that points to the place held by the artifact in the system of culture, its belong-
ing to a certain group of items that mark a certain ethnic or social group etc. [42, p. 134–5; 
70, p. 71–2, 75–6]. Ornament is used in the basic processes of recognition, identification, 
and categorization, and is perceived holistically through its rhythm and symmetrical 
structure [71; 72].
This approach is also confirmed by the studies of ornaments of Late Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages, where, apparently, each element is loaded with symbolic meaning. Yet the 
abstract ornaments of the Early Christian churches look more like an artistic metaphor, 
striving to “visualize an extraordinary or extraterrestrial reality” [73, p. 86–7]. Along the 
same lines, the semantics of the “carpet pages” of the English-Irish Gospels of the early 
Medieval times seems to boil down to achieving an emotional visual effect: “to be bewil-
dered, or awed, or fascinated, or overwhelmed by the carpet pages is fundamentally to 
apprehend their content; to see them is to understand them” [74, p. 23].
Art History Trend: Expanding the Agenda
According to Kozhin, the art history approach “implies the analysis of the esthetic 
effect of the ornament on the spectator <…> the rhythms, artistry used in rendition of 
ornament, the degree of the artist’s creative involvement, his individual, synthesizing or 
uncouth and routine approach to his craft, i.e. of those issues that allow to trace the emer-
gence of the social basis of art, to evaluate the extent of its spiritual and creative maturity 
in the various periods of the past” [42, p. 135]. Over the last decades, however, art history 
seems to have broadened its research horizons considerably. Several perspectives have 
emerged in the studying of ornament as an artistic and cultural phenomenon.
The first issue is the approach to the problem from the perspective of the psycholo-
gy of art, with the groundbreaking work being the abovementioned The Sense of Order 
by Ernst Gombrich, which, primarily, considers the visual effects pertaining to ornament 
and actualized in the process of interaction between the creator and the viewer [30]. In 
ornament the sense of spatial order and wholeness, which human perception and men-
tality always strive for, plays the key role. The diversity of its forms is conditioned by the 
cultural context that defines the range of expressive means actualized within the frame-
work of a certain culture. Another landmark in the ornament studies from the art history 
perspective is the work by Oleg Grabar, who transcends the limits of the European data 
and considers ornaments as “intermediaries, agents that are not logically necessary to the 
perception of a visual message but without which the process of understanding would be 
more difficult” [63, p. 230].
The second issue is that the agenda of the art history studies in the recent decades 
has largely been determined by the scholars indulging in anthropological theories, where 
“broad-based cultural revalorization of the minute and marginal as well as the sociopo-
litical, semiotic, aesthetic, and phenomenological dimensions of ornament nevertheless 
created a fertile soil for its positive reassessment” [64, p. 2]. Its prominent features are the 
emergence of the approach to art as a communication technology [75], as well as the con-
struing of the “anthropology” of art as an intermediary in human relations [76].
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Currently, scholars believe that addressing the anthropology of art caused a “‘global 
turn,’ leading to transversal and cross-cultural analysis”; in Western art scholarship it took 
place at the turn of the 21st century when
ornament has been finally perceived as a complex phenomenon, situated at the crossroads of 
practice and theory, understanding of which cannot be limited to the single aesthetic or stylistic 
sphere. On the contrary, its study must involve a transdisciplinary approach, taking into account, 
for instance, its anthropological, economic or social dimensions. Only then may ornament be-
come a powerful key in the narrative of a broader cultural history [77].
This mergence calls for establishment of unified approaches to the studies of orna-
mental art in both anthropological scholarship and classical art history.
Ornament in Cultural Studies, or Cultural Studies of Ornament:  
Certain Prospects
The fact that ornamental studies have transcended the boundaries of traditional art 
scholarship is predetermined by the basic properties of ornament: the rhythmical struc-
turing of its elements, their metrics and symmetry, that are also the basis for construing 
any artificial structure. Hence the holistic nature of the ornamental style that permeates 
all the cultural spheres. This has been noted for the Ancient Greek geometric style that 
corresponds to the lines of a phalanx and the rhythmical pattern of hexameter in poetry, 
for the decoration of Mediaeval manuscripts that corresponds to the metaphor of “word 
weaving”, for Skaldic poetry and the styles of early Mediaeval Scandinavian jewelry, etc. 
[41, p. 49–50]. Rhythm provides a link between physiology of labor and music as well as 
poetry [78]. Rhythm is the construing form of a work of literature, the rhythm of speech 
being coordinated with the rhythmic pattern of breathing; it also plays an important role 
in memorizing the text [79].
Rhythm is also an instrument of sound arrangement in music5. Thus, as suggested 
by the anthropologist Yakov Roginskiy, ornament, the same as music (and dance for that 
matter) can be attributed to a special “trend” in art — “art-rhythm” [80, p. 25; see also: 30, 
p. 285 et al.]. The analysis of these interrelations puts ornament into the broad temporal 
and spatial context of the culture of human communities.
Another aspect of ornament in architecture is that it is not limited to the decoration 
of individual buildings, for rhythmic compositions can be construed through the plan-
ning of cities and settlements6. Rhythmic structuring, corresponding to the structuring 
of a social group, can be traced back to the archaic societies where the planning of a set-
tlement was not simply determined by functionality. Planning was based on a certain 
concept that was linked with the social structure and thus emerged as a rhythmic pattern 
[the survey: 81].
In the 1920s, Siegfried Kracauer, a German sociologist and art critic, introduced the 
term “Ornament der Masse” to describe the process of an individual’s involvement in the 
mass culture of the 20th century, where the self tends to dissolve in the artificial arrange-
5 In music, the term ornament is routinely used to describe the ways to embellish a melody (theme) 
with additional tones, i. e. the definition involves the principle of a function, and thus corresponds to the 
term décor in applied arts and architecture.
6 The idea was suggested by a renowned art historian and philosopher Tatiana Shekhter (1946–2010) 
in a private conversation with the author.
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ment of human bodies — the elements that can be used for chartering any figure. It is 
visually represented in the measured patterns of ceremonial military formations and mass 
stadium performances [82; 83].
Furthermore, to a certain extent, symmetry and rhythm can be traced in the struc-
turing of all human communities. As shown by Dorothy K. Washburn, who analyzed the 
ornamentation of ceramics of Pueblo Indians in the South-West of the USA, “symmetries 
that structure the social institutions of a culture are mirrored in the symmetries that struc-
ture the artistic output of that same culture” [84, p. 127; see also: 85].
Thus, cultural and social dimensions of ornament seem to acquire a number of addi-
tional hues and can be revealed on the level of nonverbal communications via particular 
ways of construing the ornamental rhythms. These “transversal” and “cross-cultural” lines 
of ties, based on the search for correspondences and correlations between the evolution of 
ornamental traditions and styles and the evolution of other fields of human culture, can be 
traced within the framework of interdisciplinary studies with ornament providing a wide 
scope for these studies.
Conclusions
It seems obvious that ornament cannot be reduced to the simple formula “orna-
ment = décor” because of the diversity of dimensions that can be applied to ornament as 
a phenomenon. As we assess the outlined perspectives for the studies of ornament, we see 
that they reflect various levels of its studies, from systematizing the data to establishing its 
role in the system of culture.
Formal and technological analyses are essential for establishing the evolutionary 
trends and transformations of motifs and compositions, techniques of transferring orna-
ment and other technologies, and rules of scaling the patterns. These are followed by the 
problem of interpreting ornament which cannot be resolved through presenting orna-
ment as a set of symbols that need to be decoded. The dialectics of meanings reflected in 
the ornamental creativity exceeds by far the simple meanings of its elements and motifs: 
ornament emerges as one of the principal elements of cultural identity, with its main prin-
ciples in the process of the engagement between artist and viewer being “pleasure, social 
distinctions and knowledge” [21, p. 50–5].
The topicality of this aspect of ornament calls for its careful consideration, both in 
the curriculum of modern education of artists and art scholars, where theory of ornament 
should be covered, and in addressing the issues pertaining to the preservation of cultural 
heritage, which is very acute, for instance, in St. Petersburg with its abundant architectural 
legacy of “applied décor” period of Eclectics and Art Nouveau.
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